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On The Take
A Study of Exodus 20:15
Characteristic:  Stewardship
Big Idea:   We’re managers, not owners.
Introduction:

A.
I hope that you all had a good Christmas.  We have been going through the Ten Commandments lately and this morning we come to Number Eight.  It’s in Exodus 20:15.  It says,

NAU Exodus 20:15 “You shall not steal.”
B.
So, as the year comes to a close, and I was wondering—don’t raise your hand on this—but how many of you struggled with stealing in 2003?  How many of you are on the take?  How many of you got a little something going under the table?
My hunch is that not many of us think we’re stealing.  And maybe we’re right.  Maybe we’re not stealing.  Or maybe our view of stealing is not the same as God’s view.  Maybe our view of stealing is culturally conditioned to be so narrow that we think we’re not stealing when, in fact, we are.  It’s possible.  In fact, it’s happened.

Later, we’re going to consider a time when God’s people thought they weren’t stealing, but from God’s point of view, they were.  Are we in the same boat?  Are we deceiving ourselves?  It would be good to know God’s perspective on stealing.  It would be good to think like God thinks about stealing.  That’s what we’re going to pursue this morning.
I.
According to the Bible, what does it mean to steal?
A.
The Hebrew word behind the English translation, “steal” is ganab.  It means, “to take that which belongs to another without his consent or knowledge” (TWOT).  As such, the Hebrew word, ganab carries essentially the same meaning as the English word, “steal.”  If there is a distinctive nuance to the Hebrew word, it may be that it is more commonly associated with secrecy and deception.  There are other Hebrew words that describe stealing that is more overt and violent (TWOT).  In fact, ganab sometimes means to deceive.  For example, Genesis 31 records the story of Jacob secretly leaving his father-in-law, Laban.  Genesis 31:20 says,
NAU Genesis 31:20 And Jacob deceived Laban the Aramean by not telling him that he was fleeing.

The English translation, “deceived” comes from our word, ganab coupled with the Hebrew word for heart.  It could be translated, “Jacob stole Laban’s heart.”  Almost sounds romantic, but it’s not.  It’s a Hebrew idiom that simply means that Jacob deceived Laban.
So, when God told the Israelites, “You shall not steal,” He meant that they were not to take that which did not belong to them.  It was a broad prohibition, but prominent in the minds of the Israelites would have been theft that is secretive and deceptive.

B.
The thing stolen can be almost anything.  Let me give you just a sampling of some things that are stolen in the Bible—all using the Hebrew word, ganab.
1.
Goods are stolen in the Bible—material possessions.  A woman named Rachel steals some little cultic statues from her father.  Genesis 31:19 says,
NAU Genesis 31:19 . . . Rachel stole the household idols that were her father's.

2.
People are also stolen.  A man named Joseph explains that he himself was stolen or kidnapped.  In Genesis 40:15, he says,
NAU Genesis 40:15 “For I was in fact kidnapped from the land of the Hebrews . . .”
The Hebrew word used for “kidnapped” is our word, ganab.
3.
Affections are also stolen.  A temptress says in Proverbs 9:17,
NAU Proverbs 9:17 “Stolen water is sweet; And bread eaten in secret is pleasant.”
The “stolen water” is a euphemism for illicit sex.
4.
Even words are stolen.  Jeremiah 23:30 says,
NAU Jeremiah 23:30 “Therefore behold, I am against the prophets,” declares the LORD, “who steal My words from each other.”
Here, God denounces some false prophets who took the words of God from true prophets and claimed them as their own.  It’s a kind of ancient, prophetic plagiarism.
So, as one commentator puts it, “The eighth commandment is best understood perhaps as a prohibition of stealing of any kind under any circumstances” (Durham, 295).
II.
Why is stealing such a big deal?  What are the reasons for prohibiting stealing?  I want to mention just two reasons this morning.
A.
First, stealing degrades God.  It brings disgrace to His name.  It is dishonoring to Him.  Proverbs 30:8-9 records a prayer to God from a man named Agur.  Agur prays to God for provision that is not so abundant that he might become self-satisfied, and not so meager that he might be tempted to steal.  He says,
NAU Proverbs 30:8 . . . Give me neither poverty nor riches; Feed me with the food that is my portion, 9 That I not be full and deny You and say, “Who is the LORD?” Or that I not be in want and steal, And profane the name of my God.

Notice the effect of stealing.  It profanes or disrespects or degrades the name of God.  How so?  Well, you may recall that the Ten Commandments were given to God’s people.  When God’s people steal, they show that they don’t trust God to meet their needs.  When God’s people steal, they are denying the sufficiency of God.  They’re saying, “God, you’re not enough for me; I need to take some things for myself—things that You’re just not providing.”
B.
Stealing also degrades people.  The Bible says that people are made in the image of God (Genesis 1:26-27).  As His image bearers, God gave us dominion over the earth.  That means we are to manage it.  And God has delegated to each person certain things to manage.  So, stealing something from another person degrades that person.  It degrades the image of God in that person because it denies his rightful dominion over the thing that is stolen.  When something is stolen from you, there is a violation that goes much deeper than the simple loss of that which is stolen.
I remember one time years ago, Cathy was home with the kids who were car-seat size back then.  I was at work.  Cathy left with the kids to go to the store or something, and when she returned, she caught a burglar who had just broken into our house.  The burglar ran away.  Even though nothing was stolen, even though no one was harmed, even though it turned out okay, we still felt violated.  The violation had nothing to do with the loss of material possessions because we didn’t lose anything.  I think part of the reason we felt violated is because even the intent to steal degraded us.
III.
How are we to apply all this?  Well, I suppose there are a number of applicational tacks I could take here.
A.
I could catalog some obvious examples of stealing that you already know about—shoplifting, embezzlement—stuff like that.  I’m not going to go there.
B.
I guess I could also list some less obvious, but more common examples of stealing that may apply to many of you.  I could talk about plagiarism, or pirating software, or stealing songs and videos off the internet, or cheating on your income tax, or copying copyrighted material, or stealing someone’s reputation through gossip, or doing personal stuff on company time, or taking office supplies for personal use, or lying about age to get things cheaper, or billing more time than you worked, or borrowing stuff that you never return, or making dishonest insurance claims.  It’s all stealing.

We could even argue about whether sneaking your own snacks into the movie theater is stealing revenue.  I’ve done that.  Some years ago, I attempted to justify it by calling the manager of a movie theater and asking permission to bring food into the movies.  He said it was okay as long as it was concealed.  So, I put on a fanny pack and brought in a Burrito Supreme from Taco Bell.  After the lights went down, I pulled out my Burrito Supreme, almost proud of how sneaky I was.  Then I heard a woman behind me say, “Do I smell Taco Bell?”  I haven’t done Taco Bell at the movies since.
I’m not going to linger over an endless list of specific things that might be categorized as stealing.  As helpful as that might be, I want to go deeper.
C.
God tests the hearts of people.  He wasn’t and isn’t just about cold compliance to a set of rules.  He goes deeper.  He’s interested in our hearts.  Aside from compliance, what is our heart attitude to be toward stealing?  Well, let’s go back to the definition of stealing and think about this.  Remember, to steal means, “to take that which belongs to another without his consent or knowledge” (TWOT).  The critical question here that we often overlook is this:  What belongs to another?  Or you can turn it around and ask, what belongs to me?

At one level, the answer is pretty clear.  At this level, it’s all about possession and titles and deeds and legalities.  I own my car.  The title has my name on it.  So, don’t steal it.  Most people would say I own my house, even though I still owe the bank a lot of money for it.  My name is on the deed.  So, don’t steal it.  This is a horizontal perspective, involving the idea of one human stealing from another human.  That’s what we usually think about when we think of stealing.
But, there’s another level to stealing.  It goes deeper.  And when we overlook it, we can put a serious strain on our relationship with God, and we can forfeit His blessing.  You see, there’s a way that we can actually steal from God.  In fact, from a horizontal perspective, you might be perfectly innocent on the charge of stealing, but from God’s perspective, you can be on the take.  You may know for sure that you haven’t been stealing from other people, but you may have no idea that you are at the same time stealing from God.

The Israelites were.  The Israelites were stealing from God.  They apparently didn’t think of it as stealing, but God did.  And we can learn from their mistake.  Malachi 3:8 records God bringing the charge of stealing against the Israelites.  He says,
NAU Malachi 3:8a “Will a man rob God? Yet you are robbing Me!” . . .

The Israelites were robbing God.  You ask, “How did they rob God?”  Well that’s what the Israelites wanted to know.  They were oblivious.  In the middle part of Verse 8, God says,
NAU Malachi 3:8b . . . “But you say, ‘How have we robbed You?'. . .”

Then, God gives the answer in the last part of Verse 8.  He says He is being robbed . . .
NAU Malachi 3:8c “. . . In tithes and offerings.”
God says, in effect, “You are stealing my money.  You are withholding your tithes and offerings from me.”  What tithes and offerings is God talking about?  Well, at the same time God gave the Ten Commandments through Moses, He also gave instructions to the Israelites for giving money for His work.

The Old Testament Hebrew word translated, “tithe” literally means a tenth or 10%.  There were several tithes that were mandatory for the Jew.  Let’s add them up.  There was one tithe called the Levites’ tithe to be given each year (Leviticus 27:30-33; Numbers 18:21-32).  That’s 10% annually.  There was a second tithe called the festival tithe to be given each year (Deuteronomy 12:1-19; 14:22-27). That’s another 10% annually, so now we’re up to 20% in total.  There was a third tithe called the poor tithe that was to be given every third year (Deuteronomy 14:28-29; 26:12-15).  That’s 3.3% per year, so we’re up to about 23% annually in required tithes.
Beyond the tithes, there was a kind of mandatory profit-sharing whereby the Israelites were commanded to leave the corners of their fields unharvested so that the poor could come and glean food from the unharvested portions.  The amount was not specified as a percentage, but it would have perhaps constituted 2% of the total crop annually.  Add that to the tithes, and the total mandatory giving for the Israelites was around 25% of their gross income.
Then there were the offerings.  The offerings were voluntary and were to be given over and above the mandatory 25% base.  The voluntary giving of the first fruits of one’s crop to God is an example (Exodus 23:19).  Free will offerings were also given for special projects such as the building of the tabernacle (Exodus 25).
So, the tithes and offerings to which God refers in Malachi 3:8 represent His giving plan for every Israelite:  a 25% mandatory base, plus voluntary offerings on top of that.  That’s God’s money.  And that’s a chunk of change!  And in disobedience, the Israelites were just not giving it.  Not fully.  So God calls them on the carpet for stealing from Him.
Then God gives the dire consequences of this stealing.  He says in Verse 9,

NAU Malachi 3:9 “You are cursed with a curse, for you are robbing Me, the whole nation of you!”

What’s the curse that God is talking about here?  How are the Israelites cursed as a result of their failure to give?  Well, the  Mosaic Law, including the tithes and offerings, was a part of something called the Mosaic Covenant.  It was a covenant or deal between God and the nation of Israel.  As part of the Mosaic Covenant, God essentially said to the Israelites, “Here are my laws.  If you obey them, I’ll bless you with good things.  If you disobey them, I’ll curse you with bad things.  Do it My way and enjoy the benefits.  Or, do it your way and suffer the consequences.  That’s the deal between you and Me.”
Some of the blessings and curses stipulated in the Mosaic Covenant are listed in Deuteronomy 28-30.  Let me give you just a taste of the curses that God is talking about.  They are sobering.  Deuteronomy 28, beginning in Verse 15 says,

NAU Deuteronomy 28:15 “But it shall come about, if you do not obey the LORD your God, to observe to do all His commandments and His statutes with which I charge you today, that all these curses will come upon you and overtake you: 16 “Cursed shall you be in the city, and cursed shall you be in the country. 17 “Cursed shall be your basket and your kneading bowl. 18 “Cursed shall be the offspring of your body and the produce of your ground, the increase of your herd and the young of your flock. 19 “Cursed shall you be when you come in, and cursed shall you be when you go out. 20 “The LORD will send upon you curses, confusion, and rebuke, in all you undertake to do, until you are destroyed and until you perish quickly, on account of the evil of your deeds, because you have forsaken Me.”
The list of curses continues for another 48 verses; I think you get the idea.  It’s bad stuff.  God takes stealing seriously because, as we have seen, stealing degrades God and it degrades people.

The Israelites knew about the deal.  They knew the Mosaic Covenant.  Which raises the question, why would they choose not to give what God required at the risk of getting the curses?  The text in Malachi suggests that the Israelites thought that they just couldn’t afford it.  They thought that if they gave the required tithes and offerings—the 25% plus—that their own needs would go unmet.  I imagine many of them thought, “I’d really like to give more.  I really would.  But, I just can’t afford it.  I don’t see how that could work.  If I gave that much, I’d go under.  I just couldn’t make it.”  Listen to what God says in Malachi 3:10.  He says,
NAU Malachi 3:10 “Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, so that there may be food in My house, and test Me now in this,” says the LORD of hosts, “if I will not open for you the windows of heaven and pour out for you a blessing until it overflows.”
The Lord is here challenging the Israelites to test Him in a good way.  They were afraid to give as much as the Lord required, but the Lord says, “Test Me on this.  If you’ll hang it out there for Me, I’ll come through for you.  Try it.  You’ll see.  Give the full amount I’m telling you to give and I will pour out for you a blessing until it overflows.  You’ve got to trust me on this.”
D.
How can we learn from the Israelites?  Is this where I tell you that you need to give over 25% to the church or else God is going to get you?  No.  That’s not the lesson.  I’ve made the case previously that Christians are no longer under the Mosaic Law.  The Mosaic Covenant was struck with Israel, not us, and the Law  within it has been superceded by Christ.  So, the prescribed tithes and offerings of the Law no longer apply to us.  Therefore, God will not bring charges against us for stealing tithes and offerings.  Whew!  We can all breathe a big sigh of relief.  Right?  Not exactly.  We can still steal from God.  In fact, stealing may even be more common among God’s people today than it was back then.  Let’s look at some timeless principles that continue to apply to us.
1.
First of all, God’s people have always been managers, not owners.  That was true for the Israelites; it’s still true for believers today.  In fact, that’s the big idea of this entire message:  We’re managers, not owners.  This is a revolutionary, countercultural idea that will change your whole outlook on money.
a.
The very fact that God commanded certain tithes and offerings in the Old Testament presupposes His ownership.  He owns it all, including money, and He gave specific instructions on what to do with a sizeable portion of it through tithes and offerings.  Psalm 24:1 acknowledges God’s ownership saying,

NAU Psalm 24:1 The earth is the LORD'S, and all it contains, The world, and those who dwell in it.

We’re managers, not owners.

b.
Over in the New Testament, God ownership of everything, including money, hasn’t changed a bit.  Followers of Jesus in the early church repeatedly speak of themselves as bond-servants of Christ (Romans 1:1; James 1:1; 2 Peter 1:1; Revelation 1:1)—bond-servants who have been purchased by His sacrifice.  Bond-servants have no rights of ownership, only responsibilities—responsibilities to manage that which is entrusted to them by the Master who bought them and owns them.  In 1 Corinthians 6:19-20, Paul explains,
NAU 1 Corinthians 6:19 Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own? 20 For you have been bought with a price . . .
We’re manager, not owners.

c.
So then, financial management for the Christian boils down to one question:  What does God want me to do with His money that He has entrusted to me?  For us, money is a matter of stewardship, not ownership.  In fact, that’s the key characteristic of completeness in the message today.  If you want to become complete in Christ, you must become a good steward or good manager of the things God has entrusted to your care, believing that you’re a manager, not an owner.
2.
What about the percentages?  In all the New Testament, tithing is never commanded at all by anybody.  In fact, I can’t find biblical support for any mandatory percentage in giving that applies to the believer today.  Does that mean that God isn’t interested in how much we give?  No.  He’s still interested in how much we give. It’s just that the way in which God directs us has changed.  As managers and not owners, our job is to figure out what God wants us to do with His money.  Our responsibility is no longer to give by the dictates of the Law, but by the dictates of our hearts in response to God.  With respect to giving, Paul says in 2 Corinthians 9:7,

NAU 2 Corinthians 9:7 Each one must do just as he has purposed in his heart, not grudgingly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.
So, our responsibility is no longer to give according to law-imposed percentages, but according to heartfelt perceptions of what God wants us to do with His money.  The criterion is no longer external, but internal.
In a way, I suppose this makes it easier to steal from God.  It’s easier to steal because no one else can tell when you’re stealing.  In the Old Testament, if you weren’t coughing up at least 25%, other people would know you were stealing.  Nowadays, others can’t tell if you’re stealing because amounts and percentages tell us little or nothing about your heart.  For example, you may be giving 2% of your income to the church, and that might be exactly what God has directed you to do; no one else can tell.  On the other hand, you may be giving 30% to the church and stealing because God wants you to give 50% right now.  It’s between you and God; no one else can tell.  Remember, the eighth commandment prohibits stealing, particularly that which is secretive or deceptive.
Sometimes this can be frustrating.  How do you know what God wants you to give?  Sometimes it seems like it would be a whole lot easier if God just gave us percentages again so we could know for sure.  But, as I thought about that prospect, it occurred to me that a return to percentages may take the relational aspect right out of giving.  I think God wants our giving to be borne out of our relationship with Him.  I think God wants us to ask Him what He wants us to do with His money.  Not just once or twice, but continually, in close relationship.  If we make it a practice to regularly ask God for guidance in giving, He’ll give it.  But, here’s the question:  Are you asking?
We also need to listen for God’s response when we pray.  It doesn’t do much good to ask if we don’t listen for the answer.  God has never spoken to me audibly, but He does speak to us through His Word in the Bible, through circumstances, through other people, and through the heartfelt prompting of the Holy Spirit.  But, here’s the question:  Are you listening?  Are you listening for what God may be saying to you?  I believe the tithes and offerings of the Old Testament have been replaced with asking and listening in the New.  Your responsibility as a believer and manager is to ask and listen.

If you’re not asking God to guide your distribution of His money, and if you’re not listening for His reply, then you’re probably stealing.  I know that seems pretty blunt, maybe so blunt you’re wondering if you heard it right.  Let me say it again.  If you’re not asking God to guide your distribution of His money, and if you’re not listening for His reply, then you’re probably stealing.  How can it be otherwise?  If you’re ignoring what God wants you to do with His money, then you are almost certainly misappropriating it.  Even if you are dutifully but mindlessly giving the socially admirable 10% to charities, you may be on the take.  God may want more, or He may want you to redirect it.  All the while, you may be ignoring Him, stealing away His money from His intended uses.
3.
If you are stealing from God, are you then subject to the same curses the Israelites were for stealing God’s money?  Not exactly.  Strictly speaking, we are not a party to the Mosaic Covenant; therefore, we are not subject to its penalties.  Whew!  We can all breathe a big sigh of relief.  Right?  Not exactly.  Stealing from God still carries negative consequences in this life and the life to come.  When you rip off God, you end up ripping off yourself.  God may withhold His blessing from you in this life.  And when this life is over, the Bible says that all believers will appear before the Lord to give an account for what we have done on earth.  I believe that one of the things for which we will need to give an account is how we managed God’s money.  We will then experience gain or loss of reward based on our stewardship.
4.
Well, how about the test?  Remember God challenged the Israelites to test Him—to give fully and see that they can’t out-give God.  He will provide for those who give fully and obediently.  Does that still apply today?  Yes, it does.  Let me show you.  You may be familiar with Philippians 4:19.  The New Living Translation renders the Apostle Paul’s words this way:
NLT Philippians 4:19 And this same God who takes care of me will supply all your needs from his glorious riches, which have been given to us in Christ Jesus.

All your needs will be supplied!  What a wonderful promise!  What may not be so familiar to you is the fact that this is a conditional promise.  It’s a promise conditioned on giving fully.  You see, in the verses leading up to Verse 19, Paul commends the Philippians for their giving.  Beginning in Verse 14, he says,
NLT Philippians 4:14 . . . you have done well to share with me in my present difficulty. 15 As you know, you Philippians were the only ones who gave me financial help when I brought you the Good News and then traveled on from Macedonia. No other church did this. 16 Even when I was in Thessalonica you sent help more than once. 17 I don't say this because I want a gift from you. What I want is for you to receive a well-earned reward because of your kindness. 18 At the moment I have all I need—more than I need! I am generously supplied with the gifts you sent me with Epaphroditus. They are a sweet-smelling sacrifice that is acceptable to God and pleases him.

So, when Paul concludes in Verse 19 by saying,
NLT Philippians 4:19 And this same God who takes care of me will supply all your needs from his glorious riches, which have been given to us in Christ Jesus.

. . . in essence, he is saying, “Because you have given fully, God, in turn, will supply all your needs.”  So this promise applies only to those who are giving fully—only to those who are not stealing from God.

Perhaps the Philippians needed this assurance and encouragement because the people of the church at Philippi were very poor.  Many were probably out of work, barely getting by, financially strapped, scraping the bottom of the barrel.  In the wake of God’s prompting to give to Paul, they gave fully.  But they were human.  Some of the Philippians may have entertained the same kinds of questions the Israelites asked.  They’re the same kinds of questions that we ask.  “Can I afford this?  How in the world is this going to work?  Am I going to go under?  How am I going to make it?”
So, Paul encouraged them with the truth.  We’re managers, not owners.  And when the Boss says give, we give, trusting fully in His promise to take care of us when we do.  God says,
NAU Malachi 3:10 “. . . test Me now in this . . . if I will not open for you the windows of heaven and pour out for you a blessing until it overflows.”
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